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o4 Power, Politics, and Wealth in Colonial America

of certain leading families to appropriate control of government on the local
and provincial levels.

In 1675 social discontent helped to precipitate an armed uprising led by
Nathaniel Bacon, an ambitious planter of good connections and considerable
means. The laws passed by Bacon’s Assembly sought to limit the political
power of important families on the county level by broadening the suffrage
to include tenants and by creating elective posts to offset the power of ap-
pointed magistrates. Other laws, conceived and supported by the very families
whose local predominance was under attack from below, attempted to combat
the growing influence of the provincial council and its domination by a few
families favored by the royal governor. The appointive powers of the gover-
nor were drastically limited while provincial councillors were excluded from
the county courts and their tax exemptions were revoked.

Bacon’s Assembly was ousted within a year, and the reform programs
(especially on the local level) were as abortive as the revolt itself. Within a
few decades it became generally accepted that certain established families
were destined to be preeminent in wealth and power. During these same
years the once-prevalent fear among the landed classes that white and black
servants would rise together in rebellion gradually vanished; the fastening of
4 subordinate status on Africans had ensured that all white men would stand
together. Subsequently, the social distance between black and white was to
appear far greater than the social or economic inequalities among the classes
of the white population. :

The reasons for the simultaneous emergence of a caste and a class
society in the Chesapeake are not completely clear, but this much is certain:
In 1700, as throughout southern history, the extensive ownership of slaves and
the expropriation of the produce of their labor was the prerogative of a
privileged minority. There werc about 3,000 slaves in Maryland at the be-
ginning of the eighteenth century, but they were owned by only about 1,000
to 1,250 whites—less than onc-fourth of the 5,000-6,000 white households
in the province. The probate records in Maryland during the 1690s reveal
that 75 percent of the planters. whose wills were probated held property
assessed at less than £100 sterling. Not only were these men too poor to own
a slave or an indentured servant, but over one-third of them were landless
and had to lease the very soil they worked. Shipping 1,200 to 3,000 pounds
of tobacco each year (worth £6 to £15 sterling), this tarnished residue of the
once-proud yeoman class scraped along at‘a subsistence level, often deeply in
debt to the local storekeeper or moneylender.

A second distinct group in the white population was that 20 percent
whose estates at probate were valued at £100 to £500 sterling, During their
lifetimes most of these men had owned slaves—usually from one to five—
and so had a vested interest in the perpetuation of the system. The labor of
their black workers or, less often, investment in land or in a store had lifted
these families above the majority of poor white planters. But social prestige
and political power cluded these men as well. These honors were reserved,
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in the main, for the wealthiest 5 percent of the white population, the mem-
bers of the 250 households who owned from a quarter to a third of all the .
slaves and who controlled the bulk of the wealth of the society.. . T

During the first half of the eighteenth century the proportion of slaves
in the total population increased dramatically (from 20-to-40 ‘percent in
Virginia and from 11 to 30 ‘percent in Maryland). This development, the
result of high rates of natural increase and of a significant increase in ‘slave
importation, had an important effect on the social structure ‘of the -white .
community. A greater proportion ‘of whites employed slave labor.. By the
1730s only 55 percent of the probated estates were assessed. at less than-£100-
sterling, as compared to 75 percent a generation before. Nearly half of the
white planters now had sufficient resources to-own a slave (although not this
many actually did). Even taking into account the rise in prices—which meant
that £100 sterling was worth less in actual purchasing power—there had been
a significant increase in the prosperity of the white population, but (interest-
ingly cnough) this general improvement lad not resulted in greater equality
within the white community. .

Indeed, just the opposite, for the dimensions of the upper class ex-
panded—in numbers and in wealth. In the 1690s the Great Planters of
Maryland, those who at their deaths had estatcs worth £1,000 or more, con-
stituted only 1.5 percent of those whose wills were probated. This proportion
rosc steadily: to 2.2 percent during the 1720s; to 3.6 percent during the 1730s;
and to 3.9 percent of the total sample during the 1750s. 'The white population
of Maryland had increased four-fold during these six decades, but the number
of Great Planters had grown by a factor of ten. The wealth generated by the
use of more slaves and the expansion of the tobacco industry had not been
diffuscd equally among the members of the white community but had
lelped to create a relatively large class of wealthy planters.

Many of the members of this elite group were related by blood-or mar-
riage to those Great Planters who had established their predominance during
the last quarter of the seventeenth century. The unique feature of the landed
aristocracy of the Chesapeake was its ability to perpetuate its control over 4
socicty that was rapidly expanding, both in numbers and in geographic arca.
The total number of white households in Virginia increased from about 6,000
in 1700 to 80,000 in 1790, but economic wealth and political power resided
in the hands of the same family clans at the end of this period as at the
beginning. In the decades preceding the war for independence no less than
70 percent of the 110 leaders of the Virginia House of Burgesscs were drawn
from families resident in Virginia before 1690. ,

The remarkable success of the Great Planters of Virginia in preserving
and extending the power of their families was the result of high rates .om
reproduction (which provided an ample supply of sons to take over family
lands and of daughters to marty into cstablished or rapidly rising families) and
also of the system by which the resources of the family were transmitted from
one generation to the next. The estate of the father did not pass to the eldest
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28 Power, Politics, and Wealth in Colonial America

portant effect on the political life of the local community. Only those who
were not dependent on others—in practical terms, those who controlled
property—could hope to have a voice in the affairs of the town. This sharp
line of demarcation excluded all married women, whose real and personal
possessions belonged to their husbands. It also severely restricted the rights
of children and of servants, who were the dependents of the male parent in
the household in which they lived and worked.

During the seventeenth century the institution of bonded servitude had
functioned as a means of introducing children into adult society, training
them for their life’s work on the farms or in the shops of others, or exposing
them to good manners (and a steady diet) in the homes of the well-to-do. The
system of indenture also served as a means of providing employment for adult
immigrants who did not have resources sufficient to support themselves. In
either case, bonded servitude was a step on the bottom of: the social or agri-
cultural ladder. . .. _

By the middle of the eighteenth century the system of indentured servi-
tude was breaking down as a method of social control. The family unit was
unable to assimilate or control the culturally distinct groups which now com-
posed the servant class. Moreover, in the large colonial cities, the majority of
the dependent white population was no longer encompassed within the
bounds of family government. In Boston in 1771, 29 percent of the adult

male population were neither property owners nor the dependents of taxpaying.

members of the community.

These propertyless men, mostly laborers, scamen, or journeymen artisans
who bargained their services for wages, introduced an element of instability
into the bottom of the urban social order. Apart from the economic sanctions
exercised by employers during the hours of work, there was no institutional
method for controlling the activities of these men and their familics, many
of whom moved from town to town in search of cconomic subsistence. Of
the 188 propertyless men resident in Boston in 1687, only 64 (or 35 percent)
were resident in the town cight years later. This rate of persistence was less
than half of that of the wealthicst portion of the population, thosc who were
tied to the community by bonds of kinship and of cconomic investment. A
century latér the relationship between occupational status and permanence
of residence was much the same; of the 546 proletarians in Boston in 1780
only 228 (or 42 percent) remained a decade later.

Given the differing material condition and life style of this floating
population of workers, an increase in social disorder was only to be expected.
Until the agitation against British rule gave an ideological edge to the anti-
authoritarian and unruly activities of this lumpenproletariat, most of its violent
cnergies were directed at other members of the class or against the black
population. . . .

The members of this turbulent section of the population were not, as a
rule, master mechanics or master craftsmen with established businesses or
even the less affluent but stable and respected workingmen who were members

Wealth, Authority, and Power mo :

of the dozens of private clubs and societies which had appeared among the
urban lower classes. They were, rather, the drifters, the undesirables; ‘the
part-time workers, the unfortunate men who lacked the family background
or class advantages or individual psychological resources to compete success-
fully in the harsh and impersonal world of a market economy. To survive,

- prosper, and thrive in a system based on commercial exchange demarided a

very different set of moral and mental attitudes from those required ‘in a
culture founded on personal‘dependence. Life in a contractual society necessi-
tated more calculating: behavior than that in a community divided along the
lines of inherited or ascribed: status; sociability was suddenly less important
than self-reliance. The way was open here for a man of great ambition and
exceptional abilities to rise in' his own lifetime to a position of great wealth.
And yet, both individual ‘initiative and the opportunity to exploit it were -
socially determined; the same opportunities were simply not ‘open to all.m¢n.

The career of Thomas Hancock was a prime example of the cumulative
advantages bestowed by social class and childhood training. Born in Lexington,
Massachusetts, in 1703, Hancock ‘was the third 'son -of a-Congregationalist
minister. Although his two older brothers had been sent to Harvard, Thonias
was apprenticed at the age of fourteen to a bookseller. This was-a relatively
humble, but not an insignificant, beginning. His father's status and' educa-
tional background had given the young iman expectations and:.aspirations
which went far beyond: those of most children in the community:-The: acci-
dent of birth gave him greater oppdrtunities as well. . . . After setting up his
own business at the end of his seven-year indenture; he made a- ‘“good”
marriage to the daughter of an established dealer- in books “and. general
merchandise; . - ‘ ‘ B e S T

The solid advantages bestowed by his class background -explain only a
part of Hancock’s subsequent career. Thie traits of character fashioned during
his childhood and young adult years also played a crucial role. He did not—
indeed could not—rest content as an ordinary shopkeeper; his ambition was
too strong, always prompting him to expand and to diversify his activities.
./< ithin a few years he was trading molasses for fish in Newfoundland;
importing Dutch tea through St. Eustatius in the West Indies; working on a
.oo_:::wm_.o: basis for English merchants with interests in Boston;. investing
In trading ventures; and accumulating his own fleet of merchant ships. Only
in :.wN when his fortune was well established, did Hancock pause to erect
a testimonial to his success in the form of a mansion on Beacon Hill.

The acquisitive mentality and the capitalistic activities which raised
Hancock far above his already substantial origins were, to some extent, merely
:,.o latest manifestation of an ethos characteristic of the commercial classes in
European society for hundreds of ‘years. The only unique feature of the ap-
Pearance of these values in America was in the extent of their influence and
wﬁwﬂ:n B._m:<.a absence of a countervailing (if not predominant) ethic of
the ocratic leisure and gentility. “The only principle of life propagated among

young people is. to get money,” Cadwallader. Colden reported from New
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32 Power, Politics, and Wealth in Colonial America

of the poorer half of the society was higher than that of their parents or
grandparents. Concealed behind the increase in inequality (but part of the
same process of economic development and social differentiation) was a sig-
nificant rise in the absolute wealth of the community.

Indeed, it was this facet of the total evolutionary process that was the
mc_u_oo» of most contemporary cominent. :O:n half of the wealth of this city
is owned by men who wear leather aprons,” a contributor to a Philadelphia
newspaper claimed in the 17705, “and the other half by those whose fathers or
grandfathers wore leather aprons.” However valid as a statement of personal
belief, the logic was deceptive and the remark misleading. Those who had
benefited substantially from the labor of their parents numbered only 10 per-
cent of the population, and this small group of wealthy taxpayers controlled
54 percent of the city’s wealth in 1774. Moreover, even the present genera-
tion of artisans and shopkeepers constituted only half of the residents of the
community. Below both of these relatively privileged groups were 40 percent
of the free adult inhabitants; the members of this sizeable fraction of the so-
ciety owned a pitiful 4 percent of the total wealth,

It was not this depressed section of the population, however, who con-
trolled the development of Philadelphia or who conceived its myths and
values. This was the prerogative of the successful, those long-time residents
who saw about them only those craftsmen and storekeepers who had suc-
ceeded and not the great numbers who had failed and floated away to other
settlements. The descriptions of social reality composed by the members of
this literate and articulate section of the community were optimistic not only
because of the actual growth and prosperity of the city but also because they
assumed that their own experience reflected that of the society as a whole.
As always, the myths of the ruling class propagated a distorted, if attractive,
version of social existence.

However skewed in their depiction of reality, these myths of social mo-
bility and economic affluence were of crucial importance. They expressed, i
an intangible, abstract form, the values and aspirations of the leading part of
the community. Grudgingly acquiesced in by ordinary laborers; tacitly ac-
cepted by tenant farmers; and wholeheartedly embraced by small landowners,
newly arrived indentured’servants, rmz_éoqr_zw artisans, and ambitious store-
keepers, they constituted a set of shared beliefs which obscured (or wm}mwm
justified) the acute differences in their respective material conditions.

Insofar as these elite and entrepreneurial values were internalized by the
populace at large or assumed institutionalized form as role expectations of
the adult members of the society, they bound this stratified community to-
gether and facilitated its continued economic expansion. Thus the White
Oaks of Philadelphia—a society of relatively vooq if respectable ship car-
penters—instituted, as the high point of their year’s social activity, an Annual
Fishery which was modeled directly on the more elaborate and more pres-
tigious festival celebrated by the gentry of the town. This conscious emulation
of the social habits of their betters, this cultural mimesis, testified to the hold

b
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exercised on the minds and emotions of the lower status groups by the values
and way of life of the wealthy merchants and gentry. Freer than the black
sJave, more prosperous than the poor white planter, blessed with a genuine
o_u_vo:::_c\ for social mobility, the urban mechanic was, nevertheless, en-

no__%mmmaa in a mental world not entirely of his own :Er_sm

The Social Basis of _uuo«.m:&u_ Politics
‘I'here were several levels of political activity in the colonies, each conccrned
with a diffcrent array of problems and each wcv_.non to a separate oozw:ﬁ:asﬁ
On the highest plane, the politics of empire were conducted primarily in
London by aristocratic Englishmen and imperial bureaucrats with little per-
sonal knowledge of American affairs and by merchants and commercial
groups with interests of their own to defend. ,H_:o:mr their agents or allics
in kngland the colonists in America had a voice in the deliberations that
took place in the Palace, in Parliament, m:m in the Plantation Ofhce ?: :
was weak and not o?n: heard.©
Local politics in America was equally impervious to imperial direction.
In hundreds of towns, 82:&:? and counties officials were elected and taxes
levied by the resident E?.?B:G without direction or interference from Lon-
don. ‘T'hese Smn:?_:v\ autonomous systems of political power intersected on
the provincial level: in the clash between the royal governor and the represen-
tative assemblies of the various colonies. The governor’s” task was to' securc
local support for imperial edicts and parliamintary _rm_m_m:os if possible by
persuasion but by. patronage, threat, or bribery if necessary. All too often’ the
weapons at his %m_uowm_ (a few ‘offices and military no::,no»w. his 9<= wnaozm_
prestige and political abilities) were inadequate to the task. - .
These difficulties increased over time. No no_swnmrn:m:é and’ nornai.
colonial policy was conceived in London for ::1—9:0:8:0: in -Anierica; and
:_c patronage at the m_mvomm_ om the governors was gradually appropridted - by
English ministers anxious to treward their own friends and szuo:oa An
tven more important factor in - bringing about a slow “decliri¢ in’ imperial
authority was the appearance of an indigenous political elite. Tn” the “first
generations of settlement most of the colonies lacked a distinct mo<5:=m
class or group of vo__:om_ _nmn_na at the provincial level.” Suceessful: Tammilies
might predominate in a given locality and royal governors inight* gather

w»:
small QE:e of supporters, but the ingredients of ‘afunctioning’ political ‘sys- -
tem—a complex web of interest groups, family alliances; and régiorial factions
ﬂ,“,.._,_ n_o_z__u_ﬁo; _mn_c:m Thus there was a period of “cl o:o: ,_n:o:u__m_z
" 1Ich there was “3 ruthless oo_:_um::o: for. A_o_z :»:n , :
nic ‘advantage m_:osm rival groups. of _Q_m_:m men mnoc_um ‘which 202\ :
.:‘mn_,‘ ad hoc and’ ::_uo::m:n:n . ; ‘
This type of vo_:_om_ uQ.SJFI::o :m:: oo:mn::_v\ shifting mm& on

ter
hporary m___m:omm over specific _uor€ in E_._or :
»_Z._.n. a<mw DO 3
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36 Power, Politics, and Wealth in Colonial America

Politics had become predictable. The great mass of ordinary men voted for
the members of those familics who had proved their astuteness in economic
affairs and whose large houses and social prestige clearly marked them out for
the management of the affairs of state.

The difference between the politics of the northern colonies and those
in the South did not lie primarily in the extent of the franchise, but rather
in the proportion of men who were genuinely eligible for office. In Virginia,
Maryland, and much of South Carolina all of the black population and 75
percent of the white inhabitants were automatically excluded, by color or
condition, from an active role in the decision making process. Political life
was the prerogative of the privileged members of this quasi-aristocratic society:
capable, well-read men who were, in a very real sense, born to rule. In these
regions of colonial America a place in the county court or the legislature was
effectively limited to nominees chosen from among the top 10 percent of the
total adult male population. :

The social spectrum of political representation and active participation
in the North was about twice as large. The absence of a large slave population
and a cultural heritage of independence had resulted in a less highly stratified
society; and the greater diversity of economic activities had brought moderate
affluence to a greater proportion of the total population, especially in the
predominant rural sector. There were the glimmerings of an established
oligarchy in New York, with its mass of tenant farmers presided over by
members of the Livingston, Van Courtland, or Van Rensselaer families—
and even in Massachusetts, where 40 ‘percent of the top officials in thirteen
towns were drawn from their four leading families. But there was also more
competition for office among men of considerable property and less deference
paid to them by thosc of ordinary means, especially in the heterogeneous
middle colonies. If its abusive tone, open character, and social, religious, and
sectional diversity occasionally gave the royal or proprictary governor greater
leverage and morc roomi to mancuver, the emphasis on 16cal autonomy and
the democratic thrust of the provincial politics of the North rendered it as
impervious to imperial- direction and control ‘as that of the less internally
divided colonies to the south. - =~ - a

Conflict and Consensus

Common allegiance to the British Crown produced similarities in language,
culture, and political institutions in the various American colonies, but it
could not prevent (or conceal) their fundamental divergences in social de-
velopment. The economic base and the composition of the population varied
from one region to another; and so also did the value systéms, behavior pat-
terns, and character structures of their inhabitants. ‘Within each area, how-
ever, the fragments, or facets, of social life formed a coherent and interde-
pendent whole. Fach of these social systems had a number of functionally

~assumed an ethical significance,all were b
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critical qualities; and these can be isolated, as a set of abstractions, for com-
parison and contrast. . . . o

Despite reliance on force and a strict caste division between the races,
the society of the southern American colonies was not plural in character.
The widely dispersed black population was unable to maintain a viable
religion and culture of its own. Moreover, the gradual acculturization of
native-born slaves through the total-institution of slavery gradually lessened
the crude dependence on force. As time passed, elements of “consensus” and
of moral persuasion began to infuse the system of social control. This was
especially the case among the poor white planters who quickly learned to
accept their subordinate place in the social hierarchy. Thus, although sharply
divided along the lines of race and class, this society (except in the back-
country) was relatively stable; coiiflict was latent, not manifest.

By contrast, New England society was a model of the consensus made
possible by homogeneity. British troops were never stationed in these settle-
ments until 1768 and their presence then was an important factor in bringing
about armed revolt by the xenophobic resident population. There had been
previous outbreaks of violence against customs officials and other royal bureau-
crats, likewise the agents of an alien and external power. There had also been
a good many uprisings which were extrainstitutional in character: “mobs”
composed of a fair cross-section of the population took action, for example,
against deviant elements (such as prostitutes, carricrs of contagious diseases,

and those who sought to hoard food or manipulate its price) who seemed. to

constitute a danger to_the moral or physical health of the community. As a

rule these mass police actions reccived the tacit support of the local officials.
Lacking a powerful constabulary and overwhelmingly white, Anglo-Saxon, &:_
dissenting Protestant in composition, these communities mobilized the entire
body politic for the task of preserving order. , Ll
_This_system of social self-control was possible because- of Eo.“.,,a_mc«a :
uniformity of thought and condition among the members of these towns.
Access fo many communities in New England was strictly regulated by: rm
resident_ population, and_undesirable aliens, were ’constantly , :
‘These rigid:standards of social (and often religious) selec
hese, settlements rémained restricted ¢ ike
nan

of a town ‘meeting had achieved - consens

. Th heed the voice

N
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